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Opponents of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez began what has turned into an indefinite strike
Dec. 2, despite efforts by Organization of American States (OAS) secretary general Cesar Gaviria to
mediate a solution.
The strike turned deadly Dec. 6, when three people were killed by gunfire near Plaza Altamira,
center of opposition activities. Chavez fired dissident oil company executives on Dec. 12 in an
effort to get oil exports moving again. Backing for the strike has been mixed, with more shops and
businesses closed in the wealthier neighborhoods than in working-class neighborhoods.
The nation's vital industries, especially state-owned Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) oil, were
largely unaffected in the first few days. Strike organizers the Coordinadora Democratica (CD),
business association Fedecameras, and the Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV)
initially said the purpose of the strike was to force Chavez to agree to a nonbinding referendum on
calling early elections. In November, the opposition delivered 2 million signatures demanding the
nonbinding referendum on Chavez's rule hoping to increase pressure on Chavez to resign.
Opposition lawmaker Timoteo Zambrano said the proposal of the strike was to hold a consultative
referendum in which voters would be asked whether they favor asking Chavez for his immediate
resignation from the presidency. Governing party lawmaker Nicolas Maduro told Inter Press Service
that the government considers such a referendum unconstitutional. "It is an attempt to go around
the option of the revocatory referendum," the alternative outlined by the Constitution and favored
by the Chavez administration, but which cannot take place until August 2003, the halfway mark of
the president's six-year term.
On Nov. 27, the Consejo Nacional Electoral (CNE) voted 3 to 1 to hold a referendum on Feb. 2, but
the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) ruled the decision unconstitutional. On Dec. 4, CNE officials
said they had voted again, this time 4 to 1 in favor. That announcement by CNE president Alfredo
Avella appeared to resolve the objections cited in the TSJ decision, which said three votes were not
enough.
"The great majority of Venezuelans want a peaceful solution," said Rafael Simon Jimenez, Asamblea
Nacional first vice president and a member of the pro-government Podemos party. "The only
ones who don't are the two minority vanguards of radicals, fundamentalists on both sides."
Jimenez planned to propose a constitutional amendment in the Asamblea Dec. 11 that would have
begun a process to move up elections. But opposition legislators boycotted the session, forcing its
cancellation and shelving the proposal that Jimenez said has measured support from Vice President
Jose Vicente Rangel.

OAS dialogue has made little headway
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The OAS has been mediating talks between the government and the opposition, hoping an
agreement on early elections might defuse the crisis. To date, the dialogue has only come up with
a short list of possible electoral options, including the consultative and revocatory referendums,
a constitutional amendment that would shorten the current government's term, or convening a
Constituent Assembly like the one that drew up a new Constitution in 1999.
As the strike began, Gaviria said both sides were close to resolving issues like the government's
takeover of the Caracas police force and use of troops to maintain order in the city. He said the
referendum was the main sticking point. "I would not say the two sides are more radicalized,"
he said. "There is a strike, but I do not see an increasing gap between the government and the
opposition, and I do not see, at least immediately, a total confrontation."
In informal discussions, government officials had said that the government would not block the Feb.
2 referendum, even though it was fundamentally opposed to such a move. The government also
indicated it would consider talks on changing the Constitution to allow early presidential elections.
Under international pressure, strike leaders had suggested Dec. 4 that they were ready to call off the
strike and resume talks on early presidential elections. Instead, they extended the strike indefinitely,
ignoring Gaviria's call for dialogue.
"They expected the strike to last just 72 hours," said one person close to the talks. "But now it looks
like it is an indefinite strike." The turnabout suggested a division within the ranks of the opposition.
When CD leaders announced on national television that the strike would continue, other prominent
opposition leaders had told reporters that the government had made enough concessions to warrant
an end to the walkout.
"The strike has achieved its objective," said Manuel Cova, secretary general of the CTV, who was
involved in the talks. "For me it is enough." However, Cova was soon back among those demanding
Chavez resign immediately. By this time, opposition protesters had begun to clash with National
Guard personnel and other security forces called out to maintain order, with law enforcement
breaking up protests with tear gas. Strikers had overturned trucks to block one of Caracas' main
highways and formed human chains across streets to slow traffic to a crawl.
The already explosive situation turned violent on the night of Dec. 6. Three people were killed and
28 wounded by gunfire at an opposition rally. Six suspects in the shooting were brought before a
judge two days later, and one, a Portuguese national, was held without bail. Chavistas respond with
pro-government protests Chavez accused strike leaders of pursuing a strategy similar to the one
used in April street confrontations, a general strike, and an oil industry shutdown, all backed by
Venezuela's news media.
On Dec. 8, Chavez accused Venezuela's media of waging a "terrorist and bloody" war against his
government. Some newspapers did not publish for two days the previous week in solidarity with
the strike. While opposition tactics seem a repeat of April (see NotiSur, 2002-04-12, 2002-04-19),
substantial differences exist. The armed forces are now more solidly behind the president than they
were in April. The most conservative generals and those involved in the April coup have all been
retired.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 5

LADB Article Id: 52876
ISSN: 1089-1560

Calls for the military to openly back the opposition have largely gone unheeded. Chavez supporters
have been in the streets showing support for the government since the strike began. Hundreds of
Chavistas surrounded TV and radio stations in several Venezuelan cities on Dec. 9, accusing them of
backing the general strike. "Shut it down!" chanted protesters in front of Globovision television in
Caracas. Waving Venezuelan flags, demonstrators spray-painted the station's walls.

"The people are in the streets defending their values and principles," said Interior Minister
Diosdado Cabello during the protests. "The government doesn't want violence." "What's happening
is that there is a type of media dictatorship here," Rangel said in an interview with Chile's Radio
Cooperativa. "It created a very intense, very strong popular reaction not against journalists or
freedom of expression but against manipulation of the truth."

Oil sector slowly involved in protest
PDVSA, often described as the fifth-largest oil exporter in the world, is an important US supplier.
Since it was nationalized over 25 years ago, it has been run for the exclusive benefit of its employees
and managers with none of its profits reaching the working-class and poor. Chavez has tried to
redirect oil profits, but management has balked at any attempt to bring the company back under
government control.
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On Dec. 7, the opposition was buoyed when the captain of a government oil tanker rebelled,
drawing the oil sector into the political crisis. Several other tankers joined the protest.

On Dec. 7, the opposition was buoyed when the captain of a government oil
tanker rebelled, drawing the oil sector into the political crisis. Several other
tankers joined the protest.
On Nov. 11, the navy seized two of the tankers and arrested the captains. Production at Venezuela's
two largest refineries, Paraguana and El Palito in western Venezuela, was affected. PDVSA president
Ali Rodriguez said on Dec. 10, "We are threatened with a national disaster." Rodriguez urged
strikers to end their "sabotage," warning that gasoline shortages and electricity blackouts were
imminent. Nonstriking workers loaded Venezuelan oil tankers on Dec. 11. Shipping agents
confirmed at least two ships had loaded, but said there were another 40 clogging ports.
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On Nov. 11, the navy seized two of the tankers and arrested the captains.
Production at Venezuela's two largest refineries, Paraguana and El Palito
in western Venezuela, was affected. PDVSA president Ali Rodriguez said
on Dec. 10, "We are threatened with a national disaster." Rodriguez
urged strikers to end their "sabotage," warning that gasoline shortages
and electricity blackouts were imminent. Nonstriking workers loaded
Venezuelan oil tankers on Dec. 11. Shipping agents confirmed at least two
ships had loaded, but said there were another 40 clogging ports.
On Dec. 12, the Chavez administration fired dissident oil executives. "We are in a war situation,
because we are being attacked, sabotaged in our oil industry," Planning Minister Felipe Perez said.
"We are going to take tough measures." Perez announced the dismissal of PDVSA executives.
"[PDVSA planning manager] Juan Fernandez has been fired," he said. "He has basically been
leading an internal sabotage." Chavez described the PDVSA rebels, many of them senior executives,
as "subversives wearing ties."
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Strike leader says objective is ousting Chavez
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On Dec. 10, Fedecameras leader Carlos Fernandez said the strike would continue until Chavez
resigned or called new elections for the first quarter of 2003, neither likely at this point. As the
opposition continued upping its demands, human rights organizations called for a compromise.
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continue until Chavez resigned or called new elections for the first quarter
of 2003, neither likely at this point. As the opposition continued upping its
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"We are still in time to see what solution we can build, but we are facing a risk of violence," warned
Carlos Correa, head of Programa Venezolano de Educacion y Accion en Derechos Humanos
(Provea). "The media have the right to follow an editorial line, but not to distort the facts according
to that line," said Correa. "Citizens have the right to demonstrate, but not to attack. The only
solution is dialogue, to change the attitudes of the media and the demonstrators." "When the
government and the opposition talk about 'the people', they are referring to the sector of the
population that is on their side, and the absence of agreements is fanning the flames of the
violence," Correa said. He called for a referendum, but said it "must be the product of an agreement
among the parties involved, and not the absolute imposition by one of them." But "above and
beyond a referendum, the social inclusion of the excluded majorities is a vital component of the
deepening of democracy."
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the social inclusion of the excluded majorities is a vital component of the
deepening of democracy."
-- End --
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